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Endorsements


Lindsay Hardin Freeman takes us to the very heart of biblical women. Her book puts the Bible upside down for us because it has been taught by males for generations. What a refreshing perspective! Her characters are so real, breathtakingly human and intimate, not sentimental or sugar-coated. What a wonderful new way to do Bible study.


The Rev. Canon Louis (Skip) Schueddig, President, The Alliance for Christian Media and Day1, Atlanta, Georgia


Women of every faith in the Congo and Darfur, Afghanistan and Pakistan, and to a meaningful degree, everywhere on the planet, are still struggling and suffering. Thus, this re-articulation of the biblical stories — as it underscores dignity, respect and support for women — is as timely today as ever. May this insightful and heartwarming endeavor be a vigorous reminder of human potential and justice.


Barbara Forster, The Tandem Project in support of the United Nations; past Chair, Board of Directors, American Refugee Committee


Women often play key roles in scripture, but their stories are usually told from the point of view of one of the male characters. Lindsay Hardin Freeman brings twelve women to life, giving them voices of their own. We discover layers of meaning previously overlooked.


Richard H. Schmidt, Editor & Director, Forward Movement Publications


Lindsay Hardin Freeman’s work is a generous and imaginative gift to her sisters!


The Rev. Mary Frances Schjonberg, Episcopal News Service National Correspondent


There’s a dirty truth about theology. Almost all of it’s been written by men. In The Scarlet Cord, Lindsay Hardin Freeman tells the story we male theologians have overlooked, or simply passed by. Deeply personal, intensely engaging of mind and emotion, these stories help us get inside people who grappled with God in our familiar biblical stories.


Loren B. Mead, Founder, The Alban Institute, Washington DC


An absolute and rare gem! In a book market filled with trite and feel-good spirituality, Freeman offers an engaging, pastoral and honest portrayal of biblical women that will engage and transform the hearts of both men and women. She offers a vast range of emotions including conflicting hopes, redeemed anger and transformed pain. Highly recommended.


The Very Rev. Spenser D. Simrill, Dean, St. Mark’s Cathedral, Minneapolis, Minnesota


Anyone who has been disappointed (or outraged) by the one-dimensional treatment women in the Bible receive from Hollywood (or Broadway), the news media, schools and — dare I say it? — the Church, will be thrilled with Lindsay Hardin Freeman’s work. Brava!


Sarah Bartenstein, Director of Communications, St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Richmond, Virginia


This is a much needed book! All will enjoy and learn the important roles women played in Scripture, in biblical history, and in the lives of those who continue to seek God at work in the world about us. By revealing the personalities behind unique and compelling women in the Bible, The Scarlet Cord also draws out our own stories. Bravo!


The Rev. Peggy E. Tuttle, National Network of Episcopal Clergy Associations; Churches United in Christ (CUIC) Racial Justice Task Force


An important book on women and the Bible for general and devotional readers as well as serious biblical students and scholars. What truly distinguishes this book are the highly readable stories and portraits of each woman, warts-and-all, as they try to deal with life’s joys and challenges in the context of faith — not unlike women today!


The Rev. Dr. Sheryl A. Kujawa-Holbrook, Professor of Religious Education, Claremont School of Theology


The Scarlet Cord is more than a collection of biblical heroine tales. It is an illuminated manuscript in the literal sense. Karen Canton’s vibrant portraits paired with Lindsay Hardin Freeman’s bold and lucid retellings shed light on those too often overshadowed. This book proves that a modern woman can still look to these timeless stories to find inspiration, empowerment, and most of all, herself.


Pam Grossman, Curator, Phantas​maphile.​com


What went through the mind of Rahab, the harlot, or Deborah, the warrior? And what was it like to be Mary, Jesus’ mother? You will be glad to have met them anew.


A. Wayne Schwab, Director, Member Mission Network, Plattsburgh, New York


In a wonderful and powerful way, Lindsay Hardin Freeman brings to life compelling women of the Bible. No longer just characters, they are now people, with an important story to tell. Both women and men will find their understanding of the Bible enriched and deepened.


The Rev. Noel Bailey, St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Lancaster, New Hampshire


With Lindsay Hardin Freeman’s riveting first-person narratives and Karen Canton’s brilliant portraits, this book will inspire all God’s children who seek new ways to understand Scripture — and who love a great story!


Roxanne Ezell, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Long Lake, Minnesota, and The Rev. Dr. Roger Ezell, Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area.


The Scarlet Cord — what a treat! I am excited for Karen Canton and Lindsay Hardin Freeman to see how this project has developed. It reads well and the paintings, I love. It will touch a lot of lives and I look forward to purchasing a copy for myself! Blessings


Georgia Wiester, Presbyterian Community, Buellton, California


The Scarlet Cord, a treasure trove of vivid and compelling reimaginings, gives us access to life stories that can illuminate our dark places and help us make meaning of our lives.


Barbara Braver, writer, editor, and former Assistant for Communication to Frank T. Griswold, Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church, Gloucester, Massachusetts


Something in my soul was awakened upon reading The Scarlet Cord. From Deborah to Mary, the courage, passion, strength and leadership showed by these women gave me inspiration and hope.


Karen Greenfeld, Roman Catholic Church of St. Gabriel, Bronx, New York


With sensitivity and flair, Lindsay Freeman offers a creative new perspective from which to view and relate to women of the Bible. Karen Canton’s pictures are imaginative and simply beautiful. An inspired collaboration which I look forward to owning, savoring, and sharing.


The Rev. Canon Jean Parker Vail, Durham, North Carolina, author, In the Name of God: Exploring God’s Love in Prayer and Pulpit.


These biblical vignettes explore womanhood by mining the familiar stories for new life-affirming insights. Canton’s stunning images and Freeman’s personal retelling create a reflective pool for observing calmly the historic and defining truths of female presence in a male dominated narrative.


Mark J. Duffy, Director of Archives, The Archives of the Episcopal Church


We are able to take strength from these remarkable women who speak to us like our neighbors and friends, who reveal their doubts, their fears, their faith. In them we find examples to help us through challenges we see before us today.


Carol Barnwell, Director of Communication, Diocese of Texas


The Scarlet Cord speaks so to my heart. People in the Bible come alive as this book changes them from just “names” into real people. Magnificent reading!


Betty Zulch, St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, Mount Pleasant, Texas
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To the love of my life, Len, and my sons, Jeffrey and David, all of whom bring me great joy.


Lindsay Hardin Freeman


To my husband, with love, whose untiring work made this all possible.


Karen N. Canton


www.scarletcordbook.com


Scriptural quotes in this book, unless otherwise noted, are taken from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Oxford University Press, New York 1991. Scriptural quotes in The Song of Songs chapter are taken from THE MESSAGE. Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.







These words describe many of the women in the Bible who made history …


daring


confident


passionate


searching


spirited


defiant


focused


rebellious


stubborn


vibrant


these words generally do not …


content


complacent


charming


tranquil


polite


mild


cheerful


satisfied


obliging


amicable





Preface


These stories were compiled primarily in the early morning, when my mind was still unencumbered by the day’s headlines, worries and demands. Time alone with the women in the book was really time alone with God, for they are his people first. They are people he loved, people he kindled the Holy Spirit within, people kept knocking until their questions were answered, even if the answers were different from the ones they expected, or even hoped for.


Such time with God for me was inspired by my mother, who discovered she had Hodgkin’s lymphoma when I was five and she was forty-seven. Her doctors told her that she would only live for about six months. With that knowledge, each morning in our old farmhouse near Excelsior, Minnesota, she would kneel by a bed in an upstairs room and pray for about twenty minutes. I picture her now. The few times I interrupted her, she was clearly in conversation, albeit silent. Pain was on her face and no doubt in her body. But she was not by herself; that I could tell. There was Someone else there. It was a holy space and she was not alone.


She did not talk about the cancer with me, nor her impending death. In those days, it was thought that children could not handle such details. Now I realize, through years of trying to reconcile her action of silence with my need to grieve and say goodbye, that we were her last refuge, her place of safety — and she, in fact, could not bring herself to say goodbye to us.


She lived six more years. During that time, she found the strength both to live and then to die, leaving her beloved family safe in God’s hands. She seemed surprisingly happy during those years, and I believe that joy was due to both God’s healing grace and being able to let go through prayer.


Women, like my mother and like the women here, live with thoughts and passions that are not necessarily revealed to the world, or even to the ones they love. This book, through first-person narrative, enters into that personal space of intense privacy.


When we are gathered around God’s table one day, packed in that big room with many others, I will be delighted to see the woman who confronted Jesus by the well, to finally understand what caused Eve to step away from the One who made her, and to see if Mary, Jesus’ mother, is all she is cracked up to be. She must be.


They are with me now. Throughout the ages, their actions and personalities have inspired God’s followers and those who search for spiritual truth.


And they are not alone in the Communion of Saints, for all those whom we love and who have loved God are there, the tears wiped from their faces and all sense of time rolled into God’s time.


I wish for you the deep sense of self and God that my mother knew, particularly in those early morning hours. I wish for you the passion these twelve women had, passion that filled their lives, inspired their children — and changed the human race.


Lindsay Hardin Freeman





Introduction


Rahab, the woman pictured on the front of this book, was a prostitute. She also happens to be a great-grandmother (many times over) of King David and a direct ancestor of Jesus. How did she get in the Bible, much less in such royal company? A quick answer: She helped tens of thousands of Israelites complete their journey from slavery to freedom, joining the roster of many noble souls who shared in building the foundation of the Judeo-Christian tradition.


Check her hands. They hold a scarlet cord, which she hung out her window to make sure the spies she sheltered would save her, for Jericho itself and its residents — young and old, male and female, human and animal — would soon be annihilated. And then look at the other women in this book. A scarlet cord appears in every painting, linking them together, for they all faced challenges, sometimes seemingly insurmountable, and took actions that have marked both their lives and the Judeo-Christian story.


Although most made great sacrifices and acted out of love, their deeds were not always selfless; their decisions were not always made for the greater good. One munched the forbidden fruit; another simply wanted to find the one she loved. One gave birth to Jesus; still another bestowed upon him profound comfort, anointing him six days before his death. They all pushed the boundaries — cultural, emotional and sexual — and they all contributed toward where we, as God’s people, find ourselves today.


And if they had said no?


What would the world be like if the women in this book had said no when God called them forth? What would have happened if Mary had rebuffed the angel Gabriel? What if there was no one to meet Jesus at the tomb after he had been raised from the dead? What if the women who risked their safety on that predawn walk to Jesus’ tomb had stayed away out of fear, as the disciples did? And what if Eve had not taken the apple, setting humankind on a course toward both knowledge and sin? That old Garden might be getting a little crowded by now.


Not only would the course of biblical history be changed, but human history as well. Yet the deeds of many of these twelve women, and the other named women mentioned in the Bible (there are less than two hundred) have most often gone unnoticed. Shedding light on that dark corner of history and theology, this book explores — through dialogue, choice and action — the lives of twelve courageous Bible women. Smaller insets of female contemporaries also accompany the text in several chapters.


White fire


How best to read these stories, to assimilate the art? Jewish tradition uses a dynamic tool for interpreting the Bible: black fire and white fire. The words themselves are the black fire: writings handed down from generation to generation. White fire is the space between the words, the place where readers use imagination, intellect, creativity and personal experience to better understand each story.


Through word and art, this book uses both black and white fire. Journalistic queries — what, where, when, why and how — have been researched, checking both Jewish and Christian sources and multiple Bible translations. Black fire was studied and white fire was kindled, filling in such blanks as: What did Ruth and Naomi eat on their journey from Moab to Bethlehem? What might Mary Magdalene have felt after her long grief-filled walk to Jesus’ tomb, only to find it empty? How could Eve have possibly believed the serpent enough to change forever her relationship with God? Deeper fictional details were added in several places, particularly during Eve’s walk to the Tree of Knowledge, in the encounter between King Solomon and the women from The Song of Songs, and in Mary’s story about her life following the death of Jesus.


That same imagination has been applied with each brush stroke of the artist, incorporating both ancient and contemporary motifs. Look carefully at each painting, for the artist has captured the spirit of each woman, offering symbols that help personalize the hallmarks of her story. The scarlet cord in each painting reminds us that these women are linked through such character assets as faith, courage and the willingness to act. They are all part of a larger story — God’s story — and are not appendages, unworthy of the recognition that men in Scripture have received through the ages.


Friends around a campfire


The Hebrew Bible, known as the Old Testament to most Christians, forms the foundation for telling the Christian story. In this retelling of classic stories from both the Old and New Testaments, several of the earliest women speak as if they are looking across the ages, while, in their lifetimes of course, they did not know about Jesus. These women, and all others who took part in God’s unfolding plans throughout the centuries are part of what the Anglican tradition refers to as the Communion of Saints. For now, think of them as friends around a campfire, sharing intimate memories and moments of their lives.


God’s story would not have been the same


Each woman in this book — and there are murderers and homemakers, warriors and mothers — was confronted with a particular dilemma and responded from the heart, full of courage. There are no shrinking violets here. Whatever their particular contribution, God’s story would not have been the same had they failed to act. And let me take a theological risk here. Many scholars believe that God does not need humans to be complete; I disagree. God’s story is not complete without ours. We are part of the greatest story ever told, the biblical story. Even though the canon of the Bible may be complete, the story of God’s people is unfinished. Actions still matter. Relationships count. Like these women in years past, decisions made today will influence those who live tomorrow, as well as those who live thousands of years from now.


It is the reader who will absorb the individual meaning from each story, assimilate it with her or his own experience, and then choose, or not, to turn that story into action. Perhaps a reader experiencing infertility will choose to lay more of her burden at God’s feet, much like Hannah. Maybe a soldier on the battlefield will ask God to walk beside her, as Deborah did, and be guided into life-changing decisions, for her and for her enemies. Or perhaps, like Rahab, a reader who has become trapped in a life of dead ends will find the courage to break free.


I hope that all of us, standing at the empty tomb with Mary Magdalene and witnessing the astonishing presence of the risen Christ, will never be the same. May we know that we are part of God’s story, that we too have our own parts to play, and that our actions matter, forever.


There is no question in my mind that these women existed, that they took actions that changed the course of their lives and their faith, and that they helped build the foundation of both the Jewish and Christian traditions. May their stories continue to give us both strength and joy.
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Rahab:




• Decisive


• Bold


• Spontaneous


• Protective


• Sensual


• Faithful







Text: Joshua 2, 6


Setting: Jericho, about 1250 BC1


Significance: At great risk to herself, a prostitute named Rahab provides shelter for two Hebrew spies and enables the fledgling Jewish nation to gain entrance to the Promised Land.








Chapter 1


Rahab: From Harlot to Hero


From my roof I heard the strong, urgent knock. I’ll tell you this: I was in no hurry to answer it. It had been a busy week and my roof is my blessing place where I go and not worry, not talk, not shut down emotionally.


I do some weaving; it’s there I keep my bundles of flax. From my roof I study the skies. Late at night the stars loom so brightly that I feel I am a part of something bigger than myself. And then I am whole. Different from downstairs.


Some call me a harlot, others a prostitute. Does it matter? I did what I had to do in the ancient walled city of Jericho to survive. As a young girl I had been taken into the king’s harem, one of many virgins seemingly plucked off the streets at random to please a powerful, if aging, monarch. Thank God I had never had children. When he finally died, I ran away rather than be raped by his brutal son, for all the harem went to the first in line for the throne. Of course no one would call it rape but me.


It was only because I had made friends with the king’s guards that I wasn’t killed, for doing so was treason. They were the ones who let me live, who somehow worked a deal with the son. By all rights, I should be dead, but I volunteered to act as a spy for the king,2 feeding word back to the guards of any stranger trying to make his way into Jericho. My family wouldn’t have me back, for they believed I had disgraced them. I turned to the only thing I could do: selling myself.


And if I hadn’t been in that business, God’s people might not have made it out of the wilderness alive.


Knock. Knock. Getting louder.


I stuck my head through a hole in the wall and looked down. From my house, built right into the twelve-story wall that surrounded our city, I could see two men. One kept glancing around, nervous, worried. The other was up and down off the step like he had either a woman or the law on his trail. I’m used to that; men are often eager to get into my house without being seen.


Knock. Knock. Stronger, urgent.


“All right, all right, I’m coming!” I called, smoothing my hair back and straightening my shoulders. I have given up some things to survive, but never my pride. Or my looks, for that matter.
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The men were rugged and tan. One was young and handsome with deep-set eyes; the other, while weather-beaten, carried his shoulders in such a way that I could have tied two planks across them. Often men I see are a bit sallow, with better days gone by. These two were different.


“Please, let us in,” said Deep Eyes. “Now.”


“Yes?” I said, holding my head high.


“One night, maybe two,” said the older one, hurriedly. The younger one studied me; I knew what he was thinking.


They spoke with accents, still anxious. One kept turning to look behind him. They were here for a reason, like all men.


Suddenly I knew who they were. They were from the rebel army camped on the other side of the Jordan River, east of town, over the hills. They had been massing there for several weeks. We knew they wanted our town. They weren’t the first warriors to come along; that’s why our city had the walls it did.


Travelers had told stories of these people, the Hebrews, for years. They had leveled over sixty towns between us and Egypt, killing men and women, burning entire villages, kidnapping young girls and keeping them as captives. If they felt like letting them live.


What’s more, some said they had magic. We had heard that their God had split the Red Sea for them so they could flee the Egyptians. Plagues had befallen those who kept them in slavery. Bread had dropped from the sky so they wouldn’t starve. When they thirsted in the desert, water had gushed from rocks at God’s command.


Would they kill me? If I screamed, maybe someone would hear me. But most likely not. After all, my feelings aren’t exactly the town’s top priority.


Faith or no faith.


All those years I had wondered if their God was more than magic. I could use some of that protection myself. Lately I had even begun to pray, hoping that my voice would be heard.


Faith or no faith.


“Stay,” I said, my voice suddenly sounding high pitched. “Stay. You will be safe here.”


Money deserves privacy, so I bolted the door behind them.
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I won’t tell you all the details of that late afternoon but I will tell you that there was something about the younger one that worked my stomach over. He was surprisingly kind. That does not happen often in this business. I can’t wait on kindness or I’d be out of work. Like my friend down the street who has to beg for food and sleeps wedged into the wall.


I listened to their talk as the sun beat down on the house, making all in its path slow like thirsty camels.


“These people don’t look so big,” said the older one, continuing his watch out the second-floor window.


“You’re right,” said Deep Eyes. “Forty years ago we never made it because everyone got scared. They said we were like grasshoppers among giants. Maybe we were. Not anymore.”


Then he turned to me.


“Rahab,” he said, actually having learned my name, “God means for us to have this land. He promised it to us. We will have it peacefully or we will take it violently. But we will have it — and with more descendants than there are stars in the sky.”
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I thought of that sky, of the stars coming to life over my roof. There was more to life than what appeared on the grimy streets below. Sometimes I even thought of the stars as my children, for they were as close to offspring as I would ever see. Was it possible that Someone was setting those stars in motion, separating light from dark, order from chaos?


Suddenly something wasn’t right; I could see the older man strain to see down the street as we heard loud voices. Shouting, ugly, urgent voices. Coming toward my house. Then knocking, loud knocking with booming, shattering break-the-house-down kind of blows to my heavy wooden front door.


“We have a message from the King!” came the voices from the street. “Send out the men who are in your house! They are spies getting ready to attack the city!”
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